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Abstract 
The purpose of this research is to investigate how the green image of a city can affect potential 
visitors’ attitude toward the city in the context of user-generated content. The study adopts a 
2x2 experimental design in which the greenness of the city image and the social distance 
between the users and the authors of social media content are examined. The results 
demonstrate that green image has a significant effect on attitudes toward cities. Moreover, the 
effects of social media content vary according to the perceived social distance between the 
author of the post and potential visitors. This study contributes to the literature by assessing the 
role that social media content plays in place branding and communication. Furthermore, it 
provides relevant insights on how institutions should enhance the sustainable resources of cities 
with their environmental policy and encourage the generation of content from various 
stakeholders to contribute to the development of a city’s image. 
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Nowadays, social media has become an important part of everyday life, serving as an alternative 
form of communication that supports existing relationships in a manner that can enrich the 
user’s experience. Indeed, following the development of Internet information technology, the 
growth of social media has transformed the communication styles of billions of people and 
organizations. Of course, the digital environment also provides companies with platforms that 
can improve their brands and affect consumers’ decisions (Dessart, Veloutsou, & Morgan-
Thomas, 2015). Users can become active subjects who take part in the brand’s image formation 
process through the content they generate on social media. Therefore, social media becomes a 
locus where brands and consumers interact, thus shaping purchase.  
The tourism industry is especially affected by this phenomenon. In fact, digital environments 
have made users more informed, as they look for new ways to research travels. Instagram users, 
in particular, have had a profound effect on place brand image, electronic word of mouth (e-
WOM) via images, and comments about products, services, and places (Bronner & de Hooge, 
2011). Thus, Instagram is an important tool in the city branding process.  
Different types of users contribute to the creation of the city image. Influencers often represent 
a reference point for their followers’ choices. Regional “iger communities” that are committed 
to participatory/bottom-up territorial promotion strategies have emerged in recent years. 
Institutions seem to understand their relevance and have made them an integral part of their 
place branding activity (Thornton, 2014). Visitors also post pictures on Instagram that capture 
the reality of the places they visit. Content posted by different stakeholders is becoming 
increasingly sought after, as users often seek the advice of others while making decisions 
(Duhacheck et al., 2007). Specifically, users – and people in general - tend to like similar others 
more than dissimilar ones (Berscheid 1985). Although the growing role of social media in 
influencing consumer behaviour has been recognized by academics (Barger et al., 2016; Bedard 
3 
 
& Tolmie, 2018), very little research has focused on Instagram and its role in place branding 
(Bakhshi, Shamma & Gilbert, 2014; Oliveira, 2015; Acuti et al., 2018). This study seeks to 
understand the role of user-generated content (UGC) in determining attitudes toward certain 
cities. In particular, the research investigates how the green image of a city – enhanced by 
contents posted on Instagram – influences the attitude of potential visitors. Moreover, the study 
investigates the moderating role of perceived social distance.  
By applying an experimental approach, this research aims at contributing to the literature on 
city branding and user-generated contents in order to provide to managers and policy makers 
plausible explanations of certain individuals’ behaviour and reactions related to the 
development of sustainable cities.  
 
Place branding 
As well as marketing includes the enhancement of a product or brand’s position in the market-
place, place marketing concerns the improvement of a country’s position in the global market-
place (Kotler & Gertner, 2002). The process involves various stakeholder, such as government, 
citizens, businesses and it requires setting and delivering the incentives and managing the 
factors (i.e. image, attractions, infrastructure, and people) that might affect place buyers’ 
decisions (Kotler & Gertner, 2002). All these factors deal with different tasks of place branding. 
The rationale supporting place branding is that places such as countries, regions, cities, can be 
considered as brands. The American Marketing Associations defines brands as names, terms, 
signs, symbols, or designs or a combination of them intended to identify the goods and services 
of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate them from those of competition. 
Accordingly, brands perform several functions, such as the differentiation of products, or the 
transmission of associations, values and emotions to consumers. Similarly, place branding aims 
at building a symbolic, comprehensive image of a place, including its exclusive features and 
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people, and subsequently communicate this image both locally and internationally.  Place 
branding has drawn attention from scholars in several disciplines, including marketing 
(Kavaratzis, 2005), communication (Sevin, 2014), public diplomacy (Gilboa, 2008), and public 
relations (Szondi, 2010). Although these different approaches help us to understand the 
complexity of this phenomenon, most research on place branding focuses on naming issues 
(e.g. Dinnie, 2015; Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005). Nowadays, branding strategies have started 
to become exhausted as an increasing number of places have implemented branding practices 
to jostle for greater recognition in a more globalized environment (Bell, 2016). Several 
associated concepts are triggered in the individuals’ minds when a place is named. Institutions, 
local governments, and local promoting organizations must manipulate these associations in 
order to improve their brand (Sevin, 2014). Thus, place branding focuses on the development 
of a positive brand identity (Freire, 2005) that can be defined as “the sum of place characteristic 
features and activities which differentiate it from other entities” (Klage, 1991, p.27). Like other 
forms of brand identity, place identity is often the result of a process that integrates the 
experiences of different stakeholders (Cai, 2002).  
Following the rationale coming from product marketing literature, as place identity involves 
supply-side aspects of place branding, place image involves demand-side features (Pike, 2009). 
Place image can be defined as the beliefs, ideas, and impressions that users have toward a 
specific place (Kotler & Gertner, 2002). It represents the “objective knowledge, impressions, 
prejudice, imaginations, and emotional thoughts an individual or a group might have of a 
particular place” (Jenkins, 1999, p. 1), so it is a mental picture of the tangible and intangible 
characteristics of a place. According to Kladou et al. (2016), place identity and place image 
influence each other, if only because place identity tries to leave impressions on others while 
place image mirrors external impressions and expectations. Integrating place identity and place 
image perspectives allows us to define place brands as a dense network of associations in the 
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minds of consumers that are based on the visual, verbal, and behavioural expression of a place, 
as embodied through the aims, communications, values, behaviours, and general culture of 
stakeholders and overall place design (Braun, Kavaratzis, & Zenker, 2013). Place brands are 
not owned or controlled by a single organization but are jointly developed and delivered by a 
network of public and private sector organizations. Indeed, various stakeholders contribute to 
the creation of place branding (e.g. Braun, Kavaratzis & Zenker, 2013; Kim & Ko, 2012; 
Kavaratzis, 2005).  Most of studies focuses on tourists’ viewpoint, given that tourists’ 
perceptions might affect city attractiveness through word of mouth, their intention to revisit and 
their willingness to recommend to others (Kim & Ko, 2012). Kavaratzis (2005) refers to 
institutions as mediators between the material substrate of social space and the social practices 
developed in that specific space. Institutions are place-making elements that help people form 
psychological associations with the place. Other studies, meanwhile, tend to focus on business 
organizations (local and foreign) that create the types of psychological associations involved in 
the development of place branding (Hankinson, 2010). Their role is relevant both in terms of 
contributing to the development of the city branding process and as addressees of this process. 
The brand images of the companies located in the region are important for the place image. 
With respect to residents, their interactions with each other and with outsiders obviously form 
the social milieu of a given place. Their role in the city branding process could be the result of 
a deliberate brand strategy, but it is more often a natural process. Given the role of several 
different stakeholders in the creation of place branding, it would be rash to suggest that this 
process is the result of a deliberative brand strategy, but rather is the result of a more organic 
process (Braun, Kavaratzis, & Zenker, 2013).  
As several stakeholders participating to the place branding process make it very complex, Web 
2.0 and social media contribute to the further complexity of this process. Users are increasingly 
connecting in social media where they share personal stories and information that influence 
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other users’ behaviour, including where they go and what they purchase (Adams, 2012). Since 
social media provide spaces for people to communicate, they have also become an important 
source for users to find information about places (Buhalis & Foerste, 2015). As a consequence, 
in recent years, a growing number of studies focused on the role of users and user-generated 
content in the place branding process (e.g. Andéhn et al., 2014; de Rosa, Bocci, and Dryjanska, 
2017; Lund, Cohen, & Scarles, 2017).  
 
User-generated content and city image 
Social media platforms are an important feature of everyday life, oftentimes encouraging 
consumers to share their personal stories, including what they buy and where they go (Lund et 
al., 2017). Social media consists of several different types of online platforms —for instance, 
blogs, review sites, media sharing, question-and-answer sites, social book-marking, social 
networking, social news, and wikis — providing users with spaces to communicate and share 
content on various topics, such as brands, places, or products (Buhalis and Foerste, 2015; Hao, 
Farooq & Sun, 2018). Thanks to social media, people are elevating their role from “passive” 
consumers to active subjects that contribute to the creation of brands and communication 
strategies (Stewart & Pavlou, 2002; Liu, Burns & Hou, 2017). Thus, according with Kim and 
Johnson (2016) consumers are able to influence other consumers’ decision-making and 
consumption activities on a level not previously seen.  
Social media content is just one part of a rich source of online information known as User-
Generated Content (UGC; Koltringer & Disckinger, 2015). UGC includes “published content 
on a publicly accessible website on a social networking site that needs to show a certain amount 
of creative effort, and it has been created outside of professional routines and practice” (Kaplan 
& Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). This content encourages a form of empowerment by providing an 
outlet for self-expression, extending individual reach, and allowing personal opinions to 
7 
 
influence markets (Labrecque et al., 2013). Although UGC is related to the electronic-word-of-
mouth (e-WOM) concept, it is not identical. Indeed, e-WOM is defined as any positive or 
negative statement made by potential, actual, or former customers about a product or a brand 
that is made available to a multitude of users (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004). UGC, by contrast, 
relies on the influence it has on other individuals (Jalilvand et al., 2012) because it reduces the 
perceived distance between the source of information and the receiver, thereby creating trust 
between the user and the source of the content (Fotis et al., 2012). UGC also influences brand 
perceptions, thus enriching the network associations that characterize both brand image and, 
more broadly, brand knowledge (Zhang & Sarvary, 2014).  
Like product brands, place brands are shaped by UGC, introducing a host of complex issues in 
destination marketing (Andéhn et al., 2014). According to Foroudi et al. (2016), social media 
and UGC work as moderators in shaping the favourability of place branding. Tourism is 
particularly affected by UGC because travel experiences represent the third most popular topic 
on Facebook after music and television (Bertino, 2014). Places inspire individuals to take 
countless photos of their experiences, while social media offers a suitable outlet for sharing 
these experiences (Lund et al., 2017). This content has the potential to influence prospective 
tourists who go online looking for information about various destinations (Martin et al., 2007).  
Because of this, place branding should be seen not only as a negotiation process between places 
and target audiences (Sevin, 2014), but also the product of various interactions between local 
institutions and the people who come together to create content (Andéhn et al., 2014). Because 
of the experiential nature of touristic products, UGC serves as a relevant information source for 
potential tourists. Indeed, there is a higher perceived credibility of opinions expressed in UGC 
than in institutional tourism information sources because of the perceived independence of the 
message source (Alcázar et al., 2014). Therefore, UGC introduces a greater complexity in 
destination marketing, boosting the need to examine both textual and visual information 
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provided to understand the complete structure of destination image formation in the online 
market space (Choi et al., 2007). 
 
Green city branding 
Urbanization has enormous environmental consequences, both locally and globally. City 
dwellers are currently responsible for up to 70% of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions (The 
Green City Index, 2012). Extensive urban development swallows up arable land and vital green 
spaces, while urban residents put pressure on energy and water resources and waste 
management. Nowadays, more than half of the world’s population lives in cities, and some 
forecasters expect that 70% of people will live in urban areas by 2050 (United Nations, 2014).  
For these reasons, the importance of cities as a means through which to address the challenge 
of sustainable development, concepts of sustainable cities and urban sustainability have gained 
significant ground internationally (Bulkeley & Betsill, 2005). The United Nations recently 
reaffirmed the importance of sustainable cities in its Sustainable Development Goals (UN 
SDG), defining the direction to be taken in the formulation of global policies up to 2030. In this 
context, cities that are sustainable can be viewed as driving forces for the reduction of global 
environmental change and as facilitators of a more sustainable development worldwide. 
Moreover, sustainable cities assume a great importance for the quality of life of residents in the 
actual increasingly urbanized society. In this sense, greener cities represent a point of reference 
for well-being and sustainability becomes a strength in the city branding strategy development 
(Van Kamp et al., 2003; Yan et al., 2018). For this reason, many cities are actively engaged 
with ‘‘urban greening’’, addressing urban impacts and making cities more attractive, 
biodiverse, and healthier (Ahern, 2013). 
Cities, of course, provide many green spaces to both tourists and the local population, including 
public parks and other types of public spaces (Rahmawati et al., 2018). According to Acuto 
(2012), municipal leaders around the world have begun enhancing their green resources in order 
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to create a city brand that matches the expectations and perceptions of residents, travellers, and 
other stakeholders. One of the driving forces behind green place branding is the willingness to 
transform places into clean and attractive urban settlements. Indeed, place branding strategies 
have been increasingly deployed in urban environmental policy-making (Ayuso, 2006; 
Andresson, 2016). Many research has demonstrated a positive link between green space in 
urban areas and well-being (Tzoulas et al., 2007). Many municipal leaders have used 
“greenness” as a branding tool that presents their cities as attractive liveable places for residents, 
companies, and visitors alike (Insch, 2011). As Anderberg and Clark (2013) have argued, since 
sustainability is a key factor in creating a successful urban milieu, it will occupy a similarly 
important position in city branding strategies. According to Chan and Marafa (2016), a “green 
city image” is a construct that indicates the use of green resources — such as parks, green 
spaces, trees, and pastoral landscapes — to market a city and improve/ revitalize its image (Jim, 
2002; Jim and Chen, 2006).  The recent trend towards sustainable living (Korhonen, 
Niemeläinen & Pulliainen, 2002; Harjoto & Salas, 2017) and a greater appreciation of green 
brands (Kang & Hur 2012; Gershoff & Frels, 2014) has forced institutions and organizations to 
think about green aspects of their city branding activity, with special emphasis on their ability 
to shape the behavior of different stakeholders and influence their choices. Indeed, the literature 
suggests that a green image can positively affect different kinds of stakeholders, including 
potential visitors (Gulsrud, Gooding, & Van Den Bosch, 2013). As a result, the authors have 
drawn up the following hypothesis: 
 
H1: The more a city is perceived as having a green image, the more positive are people’s 





Social Distance as a Moderating Variable 
Construal level theory (CLT) explains how psychological distance influences mental 
representation, judgment, and choice (Liberman & Trope, 1998; Trope & Liberman, 2003; 
Trope & Liberman, 2010). According to CLT, objects, events, and individuals can be perceived 
as being psychologically near or distant, suggesting that the more psychologically distant an 
object is from the receiver of the message, the more abstract the construal is (Line et al., 2016). 
Psychological distance can vary in terms of time, space, social distance, probability, or any 
other dimension that prevents consumers from focusing on themselves in the here and now.  
Social distance is the perception that a phenomenon is endorsed by a person that is either similar 
or dissimilar to the observer (Trope & Liberman, 2010). The distinctions between the self and 
others, similar and dissimilar others, and in-group (i.e. similar others) and outgroup (i.e. 
dissimilar others) members factor into the understanding of social distance. Liviatan, Trope, 
and Liberman (2008) define social distance using interpersonal similarity, with similar others 
being perceived as socially closer to oneself than dissimilar ones. If one person is less similar 
to another, then they will typically seem more socially distant. Therefore, behaviour performed 
by a dissimilar other would be represented at a higher level of construal than behavior 
performed by a similar other (Fiedler et al., 1995).  
Previous research has found that people tend to like similar others more than dissimilar others 
(Berscheid, 1985; Byrne, Clore, & Worchel, 1966), and are typically more emotionally invested 
in close others than distant others (Andersen et al., 1998). One might, therefore, expect that 
people would be more involved in processing information about a similar individual than a 
dissimilar one, and lend more credence to their judgments. In this regard, social media literature 
indicates that peers (e.g., similar people) are the primary socialization agents, beyond family 
members (Wang, Yu & Wei, 2012; Köhler et al. 2011). As such consumers tend to interact with 
peers about consumption matters, which greatly influence their attitudes toward products, 
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brands and services (Wang et al., 2012; Schivinski & Dabrowski, 2016). Identification and 
perceived closeness with the group is therefore a key determinant of virtual community 
participation (Dholakia, Bagozzi, & Pearo 2004), such that when it has been established, the 
person develops we-intentions (Bagozzi & Dholakia 2002), places greater value on 
relationships with the community (Nambisan & Baron 2007), and is willing to engage in 
community activities (Algesheimer, Dholakia, & Herrmann 2005). Moreover, when people feel 
to be closer to some social group they tend to conform with group norms and modify their 
attitudes and behaviours based on peers' expectations (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004).  
Tourism literature has shown that UGC is perceived as similar to recommendations provided 
by friends, family members or even “like-minded souls” (Zeng & Gerritsen, 2014). Moreover, 
social media contents shared by tourists are seen as more trustworthy than information provided 
by the destination or tourism service provider (Fotis et al., 2012; Yoo et al., 2009). Based on 
this, we expect that social media contents published by users perceived as socially closer to the 
self, more likely influence the attitude and the behaviours of other users. Specifically, we argue 
that people have more positive attitudes and a greater perception of the city greenness when 
social media contents are shared by similar individuals (i.e., visitors) compared to dissimilar 
ones (i.e., municipality). Formally: 
 
H2: The less social distance there is between users of social media, the more positive the 
visitor’s attitude toward the city will be. 
H3: The social distance between users of social media moderates the relationship between the 
perceptions of city greenness and attitudes towards the city. The positive relationship between 
perceptions of city greenness and attitudes towards the city is amplified (reduced) when the 






Figure 1 displays the conceptual framework of our study. H1 tested our core prediction, in that 
the greenness of the city exerts more positive potential visitors’ attitudes toward the city, thus 
proving the main effect of the green image of the city on visitors’ attitudes. We also examined 
how the social distance between users of social media moderates the effect of the greenness of 
the city on visitors’ attitudes. In doing so, we tested both the main effect of social distance (H2) 
and the interaction effect between the green image of the city and the social distance on potential 
visitors’ attitudes (H3) (Heyes, 2017). 




In order to test the hypotheses, authors developed a 2x2 experimental design in which high/low 
green image and high/low social distance are examined. Authors involved in their experiment 
a specific segment of potential visitors that is the green lifestyle segment. Green lifestyle has 
been conceptualized in several ways (Florenthal & Arling, 2011), including everyday green 
activities (Divine & Lepisto 2005) and product-specific attitudes and behavioral intentions 
(Laroche et al. 2001). This study, however, focuses on environmental activities, values, and 
perceptions (Do Paço & Raposo 2010). As a result, authors sent questionnaires to members of 
social media groups devoted to sustainable living. This choice enabled us to have a more 
homogeneous group of respondents, according to Geuens and De Pelsmacker (2017). Data were 
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collected in Italy and the questionnaires were written in English, translated to Italian and then 
back-translated into English. The final questionnaire has been revised by two English mother 
tongue marketing experts. The back-translation method was conducted in order to ensure that 
the Italian version of the questionnaire had the same content as the English version (Sekaran, 
1983). The groups the authors focused on were not open to the general public (membership 
requests needed to be approved in advance) and had more than 20,000 members. Measuring the 
green lifestyle of users was accomplished through the 7-point Likert scale provided by 
Florenthal and Arling (2011) composed by 7 items (I guess I’ve never actually bought a product 
because it had lower polluting effect; I make a special effort to buy products in recyclable 
containers; I have switched products for ecological reasons; I have attended a meeting of an 
organization specifically concerned with bettering the environment; I subscribe to ecological 
publications; I recycle at home or work; I keep track of my congressman and senator’s voting 
records on environment issues). The average number of responses was 4.70, with a variance of 
1.30. A total of 182 respondents participated in the study — 68% were women. 58.2% of the 
sample were between the ages of 20 and 34; 25.3% were 35 to 49; and 15.9% were aged 50 to 
65. No respondents were more than 65-years-old, and only one respondent was less than 20-
years-old. 
 
The stimuli selection 
Instagram, a popular form of social media where users generate different types of content, was 
chosen for this study. Instagram was chosen because, despite its growing popularity, it hasn’t 
drawn much scholarly attention, especially when it comes to examining its role in place 
branding and city image. Given the faster growth in the number of users than in other social 
networks such as Snapchat or Twitter (in April 2017, the number of users reached 700 million, 
up from 600 million in December 2016), Instagram represents one of the most popular social 
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networks worldwide (Statista, 2017). Instagram has over 700 million registered active monthly 
users (Statista, 2017) and ranks among the most popular and engaging social media applications 
(Sheldon et al., 2017). According to Brandwatch (2016), a leading social intelligence company, 
40 billion images have been posted on Instagram, and 3.5 billion daily “likes” and 80 million 
photo updates are posted daily. According to Zhu and Chen (2015), who created a social media 
classification typology that considers the nature of connection (profile-based versus content-
based) and the customization levels of messages (broadcast versus customized), Instagram 
should be regarded as a creative outlet. This is because it includes services that facilitate shared 
interests, creativity, and hobbies; users can follow whoever has the most interesting content and 
exchange advice and thoughts with each other. Instagram differentiates itself from other social 
media sites by emphasizing images above all else (Marwick, 2015). This characteristic 
enhances the relevance of Instagram because visual impressions can influence mid- and long-
term human behaviour (Bergkvist, Eiderbäck, & Palombo, 2012). For these reasons, this study 
decided to adopt Instagram stimuli and explain its relationship to the city branding process.  
Authors pre-tested manipulations of the stimuli related to the two independent variables (city 
image and social distance among users) through a questionnaire sent to a sample of 44 
respondents. We retrieved data reaching members of the same social media groups addressed 
in the final study. The 44 respondents were not included in the final sample.  
City image was treated as the independent variable. Authors manipulated the greenness of a 
city’s image in order to create two different types of Instagram posts. Images from two lesser 
known cities were chosen because this allowed to control for other factors that might influence 
the responses to the questionnaire. In order to assess the reliability of the manipulation, authors 
tested the sample of respondents exposing them to images from both cities. A t-test confirmed 
the reliability of the manipulation. The respondents did not recognize the two cities and they 
indicated significantly different levels of greenness (p=0.003). 
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The second independent variable (social distance among users) was manipulated indicating to 
respondents that the images were posted by either visitors or the municipality itself. Social 
distance between these groups was assessed alongside the other dependent variable. 
Respondents were asked to report the extent to which they perceived the reviewer as socially 
close (similar to self, typical in-group member, and psychologically close). The results of this 
pre-test show that respondents perceive the municipality as more socially distant than other 
visitors (p=0.042). All questions were on a 7-point scale, in accordance with guidelines set out 
by Kim, Zhang, and Li (2008). 
 
Procedure 
Data collection was carried out using an online survey. This approach results in a better 
response rate, while also allowing to randomize survey items and protect the confidentiality of 
the respondents (Machado et al., 2015). The survey was written in Italian and then sent to 
subjects in May and June of 2017. The respondents were located on social media and were 
randomly assigned – through the function of Qualtrics software - to four treatment conditions 
so that each cell contained approximately 45 subjects. Subjects were exposed to the same cover 
story explaining the nature of their tasks. Subjects were told that they have to imagine that they 
were scrolling through Instagram photos and compare images from each city. The cover story 
also revealed the author of the post (municipality or visitor). Respondents were then asked to 
indicate their attitude toward the city represented in the images. Attitude toward the city was 
measured by 3 items - very bad/very good; very worthless/very valuable; very unpleasant/very 
pleasant (Zarrad & Debabi, 2015).  
 
Analysis and results 
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A two-way ANOVA was performed on the responses of the various participants. Table 1 
summarizes the result of the ANOVA. 
 
Subjects who were associated with the less green city image condition seem to have a less 
positive attitude toward the city (Mlow=4.42) than subjects in the greener city image condition 
(Mhigh=5.13). Indeed, the main effect of city image greenness on city attitude is significant 
(p=0.00), which means that the first hypothesis (H1) has been proven. 
Subjects who were exposed to posts by municipalities have a less positive attitude towards the 
city (Mhigh=4.50) than subjects who were exposed to posts by visitors (Mlow=4.92). It would 
appear that distance among users of social media has a significant effect (p=0.01) on city 
attitude. The second hypothesis (H2) was also supported. Authors also measured the interaction 
effect of the two variables. Data suggest that when the distance among users of social media is 
low, the attitude toward the city is more positive if the image of the city is green (M=5.55) 
compared to when the distance among users is high (M=4.69). A significance of p=0.06 was 
ascertained, which means that the third hypothesis (H3) is partially supported. A plot of the 






This study attempts to clarify the contribution of UGC in creating a place image and shaping 
the attitudes of potential visitors. The results provide support for the three hypotheses, 
suggesting that the image of a city and the author of social media content — the people who 
help create this image — affect users’ attitudes toward the city. Indeed, the findings show that 
the attitude of potential visitors towards a city is more positive when the city image includes 
references to green living, including parks, green spaces, trees, and pastoral landscapes. In fact, 
growing awareness of the environmental impact of human activity over the past four decades 
has led to the creation of a more environmentally-minded society — one that appreciates 
sustainable products and services (Jones and Comfort, 2018). In particular, if on the one hand 
green characteristics of a city represent the respect of the environment also in the urban context, 
on the other hand attractive urban settlements embody human well-being. Organizations and 
institutions include this type of information in their place branding strategies in order to attract 
and positively influence the attitudes of different stakeholders. The results also show that the 
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social distance between a potential visitor who sees a picture of a city and the user that posted 
it plays a role in determining how much influence UGC has on city attitude. Research findings 
do not exclude the usefulness of contents created by institutions in the creation of an appealing 
city image, but they suggest them to reduce the social distance perceived by users – for example 
using a particular way to write a post or selecting some style of picture taking. Moreover, the 
findings suggest that organizations and institutions encourage users to create and share content 
on social media related to the places they visit.  
This study contributes to the literature on construal level theory assuming that perceived social 
distance is a very important issue within the research on social media content and the effect of 
UGC on the attitude and behaviour of other users. Accordingly, this study provides empirical 
evidence that organizations and institutions should encourage activities for the participation of 
people surrounding the cities (i.e. tourists, residents) to generate valuable content on social 
media to promote the green aspects of the city in an integrated marketing communication 
strategy perspective.  
 
Limitations and further research 
Although this study adds to our understanding of place branding, it has limitations that should 
be addressed by other researchers. For starters, the sample was made up solely of subjects who 
live in Italy. Of course, culture often plays an important role in influencing values and 
behaviours. Sustainable behaviour, in particular, cannot be reduced to individual behaviour 
alone, which means that a cross-national approach might help explain differences and 
similarities between countries and cultures (Ceglia et al., 2015). Future studies should focus on 
other countries in order to determine whether or not cultural factors affect attitudes toward 
certain cities. Moreover, this study focuses on green lifestyle because of its recent growth in 
popularity around the world (Unilever, 2017). Indeed, sustainability issues are a worldwide 
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concern that continues to gain momentum, particularly in countries where growing populations 
are putting additional pressure on the environment. Nevertheless, it might be interesting to 
investigate also the influence of green city image on potential visitors who do not consider 
themselves supporters of the sustainability concept. Indeed, green cities are supposed to be 
more appealing to green lifestyle individuals than to others. However, some aspects linked to 
green cities can be suitable also for groups that are non-related to a sustainable lifestyle, such 
as the quality of life or the well-being. Future studies could extend the experiment to generic 
groups, allowing further comparison on the effect of the green image on attitude and behavior 
of stakeholders.  
Furthermore, because of the growing interest among millennials in sustainable products and 
sustainable tourism, future studies should focus on this specific demographic. As many studies 
have reported, the new generation of sustainable tourists is being led by millennials who have 
a strong sense of civic and environmental responsibility and the desire to help people live better 
lives (Schoolman et al., 2016).  
Authors interpreted green city image to mean the use of green resources — such as parks, green 
spaces, trees, and pastoral landscapes — to improve and revitalize a city’s image. However, 
green city image can also refer to sustainable cities, eco-cities, transition towns, energy cities, 
or carbon-control regimes (Caprotti, 2014). As a result, defining the term green city image is a 
somewhat complicated task. Further research should consider other definitions of green city 
image, placing special emphasis on factors that specifically affect place branding activity.  
Finally, this paper shed light on the extent to which UGC shapes the attitudes of users, an area 
of interest that has thus far attracted little attention from academics. Authors hope that their 
study pushes other scholars to create similar studies that move beyond the mere intentions of 
users. Further research should examine how users actually behave once they encounter content 
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